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In East Africa, Napier grass is the most important forage in smallholder dairy farms.  Production was threatened by 
head smut, a fungal disease which drastically reduces Napier biomass yield.  Varieties originating from the ILRI forage 
genebank and established in Kenya through the African Feed Resources Network were screened for resistance.  Two 
accessions identified by Kenya Agricultural Research Institute (KARI) were found to be head smut-resistant and tested 
on-farm.  
The demand for these resistant varieties sparked a number of innovative delivery systems.  In Kenya, news of the 
resistant variety spread informally and from 2001-2004 a total of 1931 individuals and 23 groups received planting 
material from KARI mainly through direct visits to the Centre.  A Parent-Teacher Association established a bulking site 
and distributed an estimated 10,000 splits to 1,000 farmers.  KARI is now relatively well-known as a source of planting 
materials and regularly receives requests from farmers and extension staff.  In Ethiopia, ILRI distributed over 200,000 
cutting of other clones in 2003 and 1.3 million cuttings via the Amhara Region Bureau of Agriculture direct to farmers in 
2004. 
In response to concerns that replacement of local Napier may eliminate existing biodiversity resulting in new risks, 
KARI and ILRI are seeking for other resistant varieties.  Research at ILRI is also assessing the existing mechanisms of 
distribution to identify the most effective delivery pathways for dissemination of future clones. 
References: 
Lowe, A.J., Thorpe, W., Teale, A. and Hanson, J. 2003. Characterisation of germplasm accessions of Napier grass 
(Pennisetum purpureum and P. purpureum x P. glaucum hybrids) and comparison with farm clones using RAPD. 
Genetic Resources and Crop Evolution. 50:121-132 
Wouw, M. van de, Hanson, J. and Luethi, S. 1999. Morphological and agronomic characterisation of a collection of 
Napier grass (Pennisetum purpureum) and P. purpureum × P. glaucum. Tropical Grasslands, 33:150-158 
 
 
 
 
